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A. E. Housman 
A SHROPSHIRE LAD and other poetry 

read by James Mason 
The poetry of A. E. Housman depends for its very ex- 
istence on a rejection of the terms offered by life when 
youth has gone. Joy itself cannot, for Housman, be lost 
more than once, for the loss of that first freshness of life, 

like unrequited love, is for him irretrievable and final. 
There can be no development, only the celebration of 
bravery and fidelity; and the rest of life to the very point 
of death must be faced with stoic heroism. No poet of 
comparable gifts ever denied himself progress so ruth- 
lessly, or opposed his own sensuous nature with such an 
unwavering will. His intellectual power, which was con- 
siderable, he regarded as a hindrance rather than a help 
to his poetry, and the most adventurous and searching 
part of it he kept away from his crystalline verse, lest it 
should cloud the issue. 
In 1933, three years before his death at the age of seventy- 
seven, Housman broke a long silence when he delivered 
at Cambridge his lecture on The Name and Nature of 
Poetry. This lecture is full of examples of the highest 
poetry, whose miraculous nature transcends thought and 
remains inexplicable, and of other examples which Hous- 

man sees as poetry mixed with thought and sentiment, 
esteemed as much, Housman feels, for the thought and 
sentiment, which could be expressed in prose, as for the 

poetry itself. He writes: ‘Poems very seldom consist of 
poetry and nothing else; and pleasure can also be derived 
from their other ingredients. I am convinced that most 
readers, when they think that they are admiring poetry, 
are deceived by inability to analyse their sensations, and 
that they are really admiring, not the poetry of the pas- 
sage before them, but something else in it, which they 
like better than poetry.” Housman’s attitude is explicitly 
stated early in the essay: “I think that to transfuse 
emotion — not to transmit thought but to set up in the 
reader’s sense a vibration corresponding to what was felt 
by the writer — is the peculiar function of poetry.” 
There is, then, in Housman’s art, not only the limitation 

of his spartan and stoic attitude to life, but a second limi- 
tation in the art itself, and the two are interdependent. 
The first limitation imposes on the art a restraint of sub- 
ject, and the second, by excluding developing thought, 
keeps the subject in its first intensity of feeling, like a 
perfectly formed vessel in which the smoldering incense 
burns to dust. 
Between 1896 , when Housman published A Shropshire 

Lad, and 1922, when his Last Poems appeared, no great 

change is discernible either in the life or in the work. 
The Latin scholar pursued his lectures and textual re- 
searches at Cambridge, and treated every example of bad 
scholarship in his fellow researchers with withering con- 
tempt. Yet the last poems were as free from the inter- 
ference of alien themes as their predecessors twenty-six 

years before. The craftsmanship was, if anything, more 
perfect, and the lyric notes as limpid and pure as ever. 
The posthumous collection of More Poems, which does 
not reflect Housman’s personal choice, has several perfect 
poems, the greater part being unequal to his best; but in 
a few of Last Poems there are, I think, certain new ele- 
ments and subtleties belonging to rhythm as well as to 
language which make them surpass all in A Shropshire 
Lad; but the character of all is the same. 
The two books of verse which Housman published, sepa- 

rated in their dates by so long a period, were made to fit 
the pocket, and they immediately reached a wide and de- 
voted public. Nowhere else in English poetry could this 
particular lyric note be heard, and it was unmistakable. 
Soldiers of the first world war carried the small Shrop- 
shire Lad volume in the trenches, not only because of the 

courage and self-sacrifice contained in many of the poems, 
but because Housman found a voice for their own feel- 
ings, simple, forceful and true, a voice which offered 

them, in a time of trouble, not comfort, but an alternative 

to despair. 
What, we may finally ask, is the secret of Housman’s lyric 
power? It is derived, I think, from three sources, which 
he co-ordinated to perfection. The first is an economy 
and directness of diction which he learnt from Milton 
and Blake, the latter. of whom he placed as a lyric poet 
next to Shakespeare, and from the Latin and Greek poets. 

The second is a simplicity and magic of cadence, which 
he learnt perhaps from Heine, whom he admired and 

with whom he has so much afhnity in both texture and 
theme. The third is more elusive. It is an ancestral gift, 
although its ancestry is hidden, a pictorial gift of con- 
densation. Everywhere in Housman’s verse is found the 
‘power to evoke, by the simplest and shortest words, land- 
scape and situation in relation to man, and to ‘the troubles 

of our proud and angry dust’; and in this poetry the 
poignancy of situation persists, for the conflict between 
man’s affection and his destiny, between his heroic will 
and the silence of eternity, is never resolved. 

Vernon Watkins 

SIDE 1: from A SHROPSHIRE LAD — I 1877 
e II Loveliest of trees, the cherry now e WI The 
Recruit e V O+ see how thick the goldcup flowers 
e VII When smoke stood up from Ludlow e VIII 
‘Farewell to barn and stack and tree e YX On moonlit 
heath and lonesome bank @e XII When I watch the 
living meet e XIII When I was one-and-twenty 
e XVII Twice a week the winter through e XVIII 
Oh, when I was in love with you e XIX To an Ath- 
lete Dying Young e XXI Bredon Hill e XXIII The 
lads in their hundreds to Ludlow come in for the fair 
e XXV This time of year a twelvemonth past e XXVI 
Along the field as we came by e XXVII ‘Is my team 
ploughing e XXXI On Wenlock Edge the wood’s in 
trouble e XXXIV The New Mistress e XXXVII As 
though the wild green hills of Wyre e XXXVIII The 

winds out of the west land blow. 

Made in U.S.A. 

SIDE 2: from A SHROPSHIRE LAD — XLI In 
my own shire, if I was sad @ XLIV Shot? so quick, so 
clean an ending? e XLV If it chance your eye offend 
you e I Clanton and Clunbury e LI Loitering with a va- 
cant eye e XLVII The Carpenter’s Son e LIV With rue 
my heart is laden e LXII ‘Terence, this is stupid stuff 
© LXUI I hoed and twenched and weeded. 
from LAST POEMS — Introduction e XII The laws 

of God, the laws of man e XIV The Culprit e XV Eight 
o'clock e XXXIV The First of May e XXXV When 
fst my May to fair I took @ XL Tell me not here, tt 
needs not saying @ XLI Fancy’s Knell. 
from MORE POEMS — XXIV Stone, steel, domin- 

ions pass e XXVI Good creatures, do you love your 
lives e XXXIII On forelands high in heaven e XXXVI 
Here dead lie we because we did not choose e XXXVII 
I did not lose my heart in summer’s even e XLVIII Parta 
Quies. 
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Aware and articulate, James Mason is one of the finest 
artists of our time. Born in England, and educated in public 
schools, he received his B. A. from Cambridge University in 
architecture. He went on to gain a Master’s Degree in the 
same field, but his interest in the theatre got the better of 
him and he answered an ad in The Stage magazine calling 
for a young actor to join the cast of a touring melodrama 
called The Rascal. Two years later he was with the Old 
Vic, playing such parts as Cromwell in Henry VIII and 
Yasha in The Cherry Orchard. He went on to join the 
Dublin Gate Theatre Company and remained with the 
company for three years. About this time, he made his first 
appearance in films. He was to become one of the most 
distinguished actors in the medium, and one of the most 
popular. He won the Daily Mail award for the most popular 
male film artist in 1946 and 1947. Among his memorable 
films are The Seventh Veil, Odd Man Out, Madame Bovary, 
The Desert Fox, Five Fingers, A Star Is Born and Julius 
Caesar. His first recording for Caedmon was made in 1953. 
Three Browning Monologues, The Bishop Orders His Tomb, 
Andrea del Sarto and Fra Lippo Lippi, were recorded in 
Mr. Mason’s huge Hollywood living room, before an 
audience of a bevy of the actor’s favorite Siamese cats. 

As a companion to the first volume of Browning’s poetry, 
described above, James Mason has just recorded a second 
volume which contains Rabbi Ben Ezra, My Last Duchess 
and How They Brought the Good News from Ghent to Aix, 
among others. He may also be heard reading the magnificent 
theme “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity”. from Ecclesiastes. 
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